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Super-diversity inside and outside of congregations in Elmhurst, Queens
Richard Cimino and Hans Tokke1

On the night of September 11, 2001, on a drive along Broadway through the heart of Queens,
NY, one would notice a vast blanket of flickering memorial candle lanterns. The front yard of the
Reformed Church of Newtown in the center of the Elmhurst neighborhood morphed into a
gathering place for locals to express their shock and pain at the attacks on the World Trade
Center towers earlier that day. Crossing numerous racial, religious, and ethnic identities, they
joined in collaborative grieving and memory. This singular event starkly represents the vast
super-diversity in the Elmhurst community, where one’s urban identity crosses boundaries
between self-segregation alongside pluralistic neighborliness. Since that day, the influx of
immigrants from all corners of the globe into this cultural morass is causing people to find places
of comfort among people most like themselves while simultaneously engaging the differences
between neighbors.
In recent years the concept of “super-diversity”2 has received increasing attention in
urban sociology, but research has mainly focused on ethnic super-diversity more than its
religious aspects. Vertovec defines super-diversity as an obvious and enormous growth of ethnic
and religious diversity driven by migration. In this chapter, we plan to look at super-diversity in a
particular part of New York City and how this relates to religious communities, as well as how
people regularly cross the border between the parochial life of their religious and cultural identity
and the broader heterogeneous society surrounding them.
Using the framework of religious ecology, we are particularly interested in how
congregations and other groups relate to their neighborhoods; how do they respond to this
diversity in their ministries to their own congregants and to those outside their walls, and how do
they interact with other faith communities? Further, to what degree do individuals follow the
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utopic ideal of pluralism as they live their lives within their own enclave? Further still, we are
interested in observing how people intersect their private lives within the broader environment,
particularly religious spaces. Elmhurst is very diverse, with 100 languages being spoken in its
schools. There are 11 different language translators available on demand at the local hospital. On
a micro level, neighborhood blocks consist of small ethnic enclaves and, as we will show,
congregations are often based on rituals and forms that are not necessarily inclusive of different
ethnic backgrounds, denominations, and religions. There is a civil yet separate coexistence,
which is a pattern not unique to Elmhurst or even New York.3 We are particularly interested in
how faith communities position themselves in a neighborhood that has undergone superdiversity.
Micro-communities in the meta-neighborhood
Elmhurst, viewed as likely the most diverse neighborhood on earth due to its inmigration, out-migration, immigration, and urbanization, consists of micro-communities with
distinct social, cultural, and religious identities within the meta-neighborhood of super-diversity,
in which no one group dominates. Commerce responds with a plethora of businesses and
meeting places. The following vignette of a walk from Roosevelt Avenue Station into the heart
of the neighborhood illustrates this.
One gets off at Roosevelt Avenue Station from the Forest Hills-bound R train, exiting on
the Broadway and Roosevelt Avenue side. Immediately we see the ALCC4 English Learning
Center, authorized under federal law to enroll non-immigrant students. Right next to the subway
station there is a Pacific Supermarket that sells mainly Asian food and products. Alfonso Bar and
Sabay Thai restaurant are next to each other and, across the street, there is the Nepal America
Cultural Association, established in 2009. There is Fay Da Chinese bakery, one of the shops of a
New York franchise. Right next to the newsstand is a small pizza place. The name of the store
has worn off due to aging, but a prominent hand-written sign indicating $1.00 slice cheese pizza
draws a line of about 20 people waiting to be served: Hispanic, Indian, Bengalis, whites,
Chinese, and some African Americans.
3
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A Bengali bakery shop is located on the corner selling different types of Bengali pastries,
along with different flavored cookies and cakes, making it a great dessert spot for all ethnic
groups. They also serve Bangladeshi special milk tea which attracts more Bengali and Indian
customers to the stores just to order a cup of tea for evening snacks. There are jewelry stores
clustered together nearby serving a crowd of mostly South Asian women. A Muslim woman
dressed in a “burka” stands in front of the mirror trying out neck chains that appear to be heavy.
A woman with her in similar clothing compliments her in a foreign language.
The American corporate giant Walgreen Pharmacy breaks the multi-cultural streetscape.
At the end of the block is a Korean restaurant called Haewoondae and the Asian-oriented Queen
Sauna in the same building. Next comes the Abocados Law office, specializing in accidents and
immigration cases for the Hispanic population. The small private Elmhurst Pharmacy is next
door, with five different languages on its sign. Next is Scholastic Prep Inc. (SPI), which offers
several classes for SAT/ PSAT and ACT5 test preparation. Elmhurst Hospital is on the next
block, with its signs, patients, and employees that reflect its super-diversity. Opposite the
hospital is Chase Bank, another indication of American corporate interest. At the Frank
O’Connor Playground, people of many races sit on benches while others play, including an
Asian man doing an exercise resembling Tai Chi. One is greeted with Spanish accents by a group
of Jehovah’s Witnesses with booklets in their hands.
The United States Post Office of Elmhurst is next, followed by Manhattan Pediatric
Associates and an acupuncture office named Natural Healing Center. The tour concludes with a
dental Office, a Dunkin’ Donuts, Himalayan restaurant, iCook Chinese hotpot restaurant, Chai
Time bubble tea shop, Shun Wang restaurant, and Top Line supermarket on Broadway. What is
apparent is an intermixing of businesses appealing to various micro-communities alongside
American corporate companies serving assimilated immigrants. This illustrates this phenomenon
of micro- and meta-communities operating simultaneously.
Religious ecology and super-diversity

5

These are standardized tests for high school graduation in the United States.

There are different processes that take place in a religious ecology; new institutions are
born but they can also die, depending on how they relate to neighborhood change. Adaptation,
competition, and cooperation are important ways that neighborhood organizations can survive
and grow in the urban ecology.6 Congregations can fill niches based on their geographical
location in a neighborhood and its demographics, as well as their ties to the wider city. The
religious ecological model also asks about the social capital generated and invested in the
neighborhood by religious organizations. Do they mainly create “bonding” social capital, where
congregations create strong in-group ties and resources, or do they generate social capital that
bridges across differences of religion, ethnicity, and social class?
With the development of urban culture, neighborhoods wrestle between holding on to
their culture and identity while grappling with the diversity of the larger context. On the one
hand, people are integrated into the machine of urban life, which brings freedom to live out a
unique social identity.7 Conversely, they invest in human relationships in their community, of
people most like them.8 This is true of residents in Elmhurst who split their time between
commuting into Manhattan, with its mass of synchronized systems, and slipping back into a
neighborhood restaurant or to a religious place for an intimate meal with close friends after work
or on weekends.
Park and Burgess in their theory of urban ecology described urban neighborhoods not as
stagnant alien spaces but vital concentrations of cultural and ethnic life. Neighborhoods evolve
and change socially as people migrate in and out, even as the buildings and streets are
permanent. The lifeblood of a city is this movement that forces social interactions of race,
culture, ethnicity, resulting in both conflict and cooperation.9 The interactions forge social
bonding that bridges differences—a process that builds social capital. The results are ethnic
enclaves where people are drawn to those most like themselves.10
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Abrahamson writes,
Enclaves are only partially maintained by the inducements they offer or by the desires of
residents to remain in homogeneous concentrations. Segregation also results from people
living outside the enclave pressuring those inside the enclave to preserve their own
neighborhoods by keeping out various categories of people they consider undesirable.11
He describes how urban enclaves persist in the supposed impersonal urban culture. Urban
spaces have life when people gather for a common social interaction with people bonded by
kinship tied to other core groups of people of the same nationality, common language and
culture, the same churches, and church-related organizations. These form as core groups into
what have been called “old-world villages,”12 “Third Places,” that become locations in the
neighborhood where people interact in the parochial realm.13
Tonnies in his classic work notes there are types of collective life that hold the
community together.14 Similarly, Jacobs 15and Gans16 agree that street interaction in ethnic
neighborhoods build fraternal order and social structure. The “fraternal order” is clearly a strong
element in the identification with specific religious groups that are immersed not only in
religious experiences but woven into the local culture. Thus, people in a religious community
derive their energy17 from the core values that provide social cohesion for the formation of its
folkways, laws, religious rituals, and the like18. From this center, they create individual
expressions to fit within the ethical and religious constraints of their faith. Likewise, people in
Elmhurst, immersed within the intense mosaic of social and cultural diversity, find places to
forge rituals and forms that make them feel a part of a more specific identity. A religious space is
one of these primary places.
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Collins’ concepts of Interaction Rituals (IR) and Emotional Entrainment (EE) is a useful
analytical filter for understanding how people in micro-communities define themselves over time
in living out social and religious rituals.19 At every religious meeting or event, congregants use
various rituals to interact socially in order to enhance their own feelings about themselves and
gain positive encouragement from attending together. This good feeling emerges from a collage
of religious-type rituals wherein the patterns are ongoing. Similar to how people build a
collective conscience and community through emotional connection, religious spaces provide
opportunities to bond through various rituals and traditions. This brings life to the community
and sustains relationships.
For instance, long-time Burmese residents in Elmhurst who attend the religious
gatherings (whether Muslim, Buddhist, or Christian), use it just as a way to support their ethnic
community and national identity, to enhance their positive experience of being an immigrant,
and to preserve social bonds with others. They build repetitive rituals (IR) and, in repeating the
same chants, retain a sense of tradition with the historical past while simultaneously being
emotionally energized (EE) by being at a congregational meeting. Similarly, though they might
have long moved out of the neighborhood, congregants continue to “come back” to older
established congregations.
The geography of religion in Elmhurst
Congregations are concentrated in three areas of Elmhurst, with these clusters marked by
different approaches to diversity. The first cluster is along Queens Boulevard, the main artery in
Elmhurst that runs across much of Central and Western Queens. Here are the two largest and
most prominent Christian churches in the area—New Life Fellowship, the Rock Church, and the
First Presbyterian Church of Newtown, the oldest congregation in Western Queens and a pioneer
in establishing a multi-cultural ministry in the area. Also in this first cluster is the Islamic Center
of Elmhurst, one block north of Queens Boulevard.
The second cluster is north of Queens Boulevard on Broadway. Here we see the rest of
the mainline Protestant Christian churches, including the historic Reformed Church of Newtown
19
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(Newtown being the name of the village dating from the mid-1600s that later became much of
Elmhurst), and St. James Episcopal Church. Further north is the large multi-ethnic St.
Bartholomew’s Catholic Church, as well as more ethnic-specific congregations, including the
historic Elmhurst Baptist Church (which is largely Filipino), the Chinese Bethany Lutheran and
Grace Chinese Lutheran Churches, the Chinese Christian Testimony Church, several
independent Latino churches, a Korean evangelical church, the Jain Center of New York; and
then a few blocks away are the Zen Buddhist Chan Meditation Center, a Thai Buddhist Temple,
and the Geeta Hindu Temple.
One recent survey counted 189 religious sites within Community District 4,
encompassing Elmhurst, East Elmhurst, and Corona, with 80 Protestant churches, and 24 New
Age, Botanica, and Psychic groups.20 We limited our study in Elmhurst to identifiable
congregations but attempted to represent the diversity in this section of Queens. From September
2018 to November 2019, we conducted ethnographic research throughout Elmhurst, including
observations in congregations, and interviews with religious leaders or participants conducted in
English, Chinese, and Spanish. We studied 16 congregations more intensely, including Muslim,
Hindu, Buddhist (2), Jain, Roman Catholic (2), Presbyterian, Lutheran (ELCA), Christian and
Missionary Alliance, non-denominational (charismatic and non-charismatic; 2), American
Baptist, Episcopal, and Wesleyan. The interviews were conducted between September 2018 and
November 2019.
Different diversities in Elmhurst
From the 1990s onward, institutional survival meant that formerly all-white churches had
to become multi-ethnic. Today we see that this diversification takes place within congregations
as well as within ethnic groups in their immediate context, as is seen in St. James Episcopal
Church and the Reformed Church of Newtown. Both congregations were established during the
eighteenth century and, along with First Presbyterian, represented the white mainline
establishment in Elmhurst (a Methodist and Christian Science church had already shut their
20
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doors by the mid-1990s). At the Reformed Church, the ethnic succession has shifted from a
white, mainly Dutch-American membership, to a racially mixed congregation in the 1980s, and
then becoming a Taiwanese and more recently Mandarin-language Chinese church today. When
the congregation was in a state of decline in the 1980s, a non-denominational evangelical
Taiwanese church had rented the historic building. When the former membership declined, the
church was given to the Taiwanese congregation, provided they join the Reformed Church in
America denomination. The church has an attendance of about 450 today, with about 140 at its
Taiwanese service, 160 at its Mandarin service, and 120 at its English service (which has many
second-generation Asians). The Taiwanese and English services have been stable in attendance,
while the Mandarin services have grown by 150–200 in the last 4 years, reflecting a new wave of
Fujanese immigrants into Elmhurst. There is also a minority of Filipinos, Bhutanese, Indians,
Latinx, and African Americans.
The pastor, one of the few whites in the congregation, noted that most of the ethnic
diversity in Elmhurst is north of Queens Boulevard on Broadway, and the church has struggled
to reflect this demographic shift, which now includes not only different Chinese groups but
Indonesians, Melanesians, Tibetans, Burmese, Vietnamese, and Thai people. The pastor
envisions the increasing diversity in the congregation as reflective of the diversity of Queens,
including Latinos and African Americans as well as Asians. But the church has had limited
success in reaching these groups. This is a point of contention with his congregation, many of
whom want to retain its Asian character.
My perspective is different. The Christian ethic is to go to all nations; it’s not just about
ourselves. We shouldn’t be comfortable with just being Asian. It’s a tension everyone
feels. Within the RCA, we seem so diverse, but within the congregation, we don’t feel
that diverse.21

The Taiwanese members and leaders’ strong stake in the congregation has created a rift
with the newcomers from China. At one point, the Taiwanese members and leaders formally
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suggested that the Mandarin-speakers leave the church and start their own congregation. The
situation is still tense, with the different groups keeping to themselves, a problem intensified by
language barriers. The pastor promotes activity that seeks to engage the neighborhood. He wants
more outside groups to use the building for neighborhood functions but faces opposition from the
Taiwanese members. However, the congregation does run health fairs, a popular vacation Bible
school and Chinese school. The church has worked in a homeless shelter, though that has
brought resistance from some members. “We have to have lots and lots of conversations about
everything … It’s exhausting.” The pastor sees the mission as uniting the church but has learned
that it is not necessary to do joint activities or worship. He said, “We see unity as supporting
each other rather than doing things together which can just create frustration and a lack of unity!”
The ethnic makeup at St. James is similar to that of the Reformed Church, with a largely
white membership being succeeded by an Asian one. Members of Caribbean descent
experienced a similar sense of loss as whites earlier did when an increasing number of Asians
joined the church. Father Paul, who is Chinese himself, described the church as reflecting the
neighborhood, with an Asian membership that is predominantly Chinese, but also includes
Indonesians. There is a Chinese language service at 9:30 followed by an English service at 11:00
where members of different ethnicities, including Latinos, some whites, and African Americans,
attend. Father Paul’s idea of diversity is somewhat different than that of the Reformed pastor. He
believes that God created diversity of races and ethnicities. In a similar way, he adds that it is
“crucial that the church reflects the makeup of the community. It has to make itself available to
different cultural groups—Christian or not.” The priest has modeled his ministry on such
inclusiveness, making the church a community center for a wide range of different activities:
Indonesian food bazaars, summer performances on the church lawn, immigrant counseling,
Thanksgiving and Christmas celebrations for the neighborhood, lunar new year celebrations,
health fairs, voting drives, and education classes. The intent is both to bring the different ethnic
groups together and to enact social betterment and change in the community. The church
maintains links with Anglicans in Africa and Hong Kong for relief efforts, as well as with other
Episcopalian churches domestically.
The church’s strong stand on diversity has caused some divisions. Twenty years ago, a
contingent of members left over the congregation’s embrace of gay rights. Unlike the Reformed

Church across the street, St. James has opened its doors to Buddhist services and rituals; as the
priest says “We all believe in the same God. We can’t say God is only for us.” But the parish has
made a conscious decision not to let other Christian groups use its building. Such sharing of the
building tends to create competition for members between the different ethnic congregations.
Churches and temples in Elmhurst are open to hosting cultural niche groups outside their
usual congregants, in response to the shifts in the neighborhood. A good example of this is St.
James Episcopal Church hosting the Myanmar Cultural Club Burmese Food Fair National
Humanitarian fundraising event. St. James’ Hall is quickly filled as attendees sample various
ethnic dishes offered by different vendors. Each wall of the hall is filled with advertisements for
the food shops. Selections include rice, noodle soup, stirred fried noodle, Burmese chicken
biryani, traditional Burmese desserts, and fermented tea leaf salads. The majority of people who
come to the food fair live in the surrounding neighborhood and seem to know one another. Few
people come alone, and most are with their families, representing a span of ages from 4 to 80
years. Most of the volunteers and vendors are in the 25 to 35 age bracket and are cleaning tables,
organizing the stage, and working at the counter. This event reflects how family, culture, faith,
and neighborhood micro-relationships find a religious space that is not necessarily of differing
faith traditions, reflecting the American ideal of diversity and inclusion. The people at the food
fair may not think in these terms at all, but are simply enjoying an inter-cultural event while
maintaining their own ethnic identity.
A different model of how neighborhood religious diversity is approached could be seen
in the century-old Elmhurst Baptist Church. The American Baptist congregation regularly opens
its building to other congregations, including an Indonesian Baptist (which is affiliated with the
more conservative Southern Baptist Convention), a Burmese Baptist, and a Hispanic Pentecostal
church. Although the congregation has been socially active in the neighborhood for much of its
past, a fire in the church in the early 2000s had made the building less available to neighborhood
use, according to its Filipino pastor. Since he arrived in 2009, he has tried to encourage the
congregation to be more open to the community. At the same time, he has found that members
have shown greater openness to “questions about the Bible and doctrine” that have led them to
engagement in social issues, such as immigration. The 100-member church has hosted seminars

on immigration and migrant workers’ rights, health fairs, a Burmese food bazaar, and historical
walking tours in Elmhurst.
Elmhurst Baptist has a diverse membership consisting largely of Filipinos, but also some
Latin Americans, and those from Caribbean countries from the surrounding neighborhood,
although the pastor said he does not see the need to preach on or openly advocate for diversity.
It’s our life here. Even among the Filipinos, there are different dialects that we have in
the church. Some Sundays we may have people dress in their cultural garb and bring in
food from their various ethnicities … It’s not something fabricated or something we have
to show off.22
The challenge is to find ways to communicate and encourage respect across racial, ethnic,
and age differences outside of the Filipino community. He adds that unity in the congregation is
found in the message, but it “can also be produced in the process of working on something in
common.”
An example of this is the Kachin Food Fair held there. Kachin is one of the states from
Myanmar whose immigrants are usually granted asylum or war refugee status in the United
States. The small event is held in the basement of the church; it truly is a micro-community. In
this small hall, 12 counters are displaying various ethnic foods including noodle, tofu sauce, rice,
sticky rice snacks, some meat dishes, and fish dishes. In front of the hall, there is a stage with
musical instruments and displays of Kachin traditional suits and dress. Most of the people who
come to event speak the Kachin language, and some go on the stage and play keyboard and sing
in Burmese, then in Kachin. This provides an emotionally gratifying, ritualistic cultural
participation experience for those who might not find this small micro-community elsewhere in
the great expanse of Queens and the wider city. Some who attended the event were not from the
local neighborhood. People who came to the event were Kachin, Myanmar-born Chinese,
Burmese, and a few Caucasian. After eating, people sat for a while, said their goodbyes, and left
making no connection with Elmhurst Baptist Church per se.
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Directly across the street is St. Bartholomew’s Catholic Church, and a few steps further
the Chinese Christianity Testimony Church, the Jain Center of New York, and some Spanishlanguage churches. As with the cluster of congregations on Broadway and on Queens Boulevard,
we found little interaction, let alone cooperation, among them. Pantoja said that ecumenical and
interfaith cooperation has been a neglected part of Elmhurst Baptist’s ministry, something he
hopes will change. He added that his challenge of super-diversity is to encourage “people to have
an understanding of other faiths and churches and help them respond to other groups and people
… to evolve to try and see that what may be seen as a danger to the faith can be positive.” This
might be the desire of the American pluralistic ideal, and indeed the theological position of many
religious leaders, but for people working in the super-diversity of the city throughout the week,
religious services to them are the means to get away from the mix that seems to dilute ethnic
identity and to engage with people of their own background.
The case of New Life Fellowship, a large church that is affiliated with the Christian and
Missionary Alliance (although it does not cite this affiliation in church publications and its web
site), presents yet another approach to diversity. The church, with approximately 1,000 attendees,
has joined contemplative spirituality with evangelical Christian theology while proclaiming its
commitment to multi-ethnic church life. But the kind of diversity promoted within the church is
not so much about reflecting the neighborhood as much as a metropolitan focus. This could be
seen in the broad reach of the congregation—its home fellowship groups may well be the most
far flung in New York for a single congregation, meeting in the five boroughs as well as the
suburbs of Westchester and Long Island.
New Life has also filled a niche of reaching out and ministering to second-generation
Latino and Asian youth, where they can find an alternative to their ethnic traditions and
churches. The young adults from ethnic churches often reported appreciating the ethnic diversity
there and freedom from traditional expectations they experienced. Sarah, a young KoreanAmerican who grew up in a Korean church said when she first attended New Life, she felt like it
was,
not like any other church I had been to before. I looked around the room and saw that it
was very diverse—not a token two people like I had witnessed before. People are very

joyful in their worship and also earnest from what I gathered…I realized that not
everyone was not the same as me … [New Life] is different from the monoethnic
churches I have been to, which are rigid and rule-based. In this church we favor
freedom.23
Of course, being assimilated and comfortable in the broader urban mosaic and getting
their emotional energy (EE)24 from difference, it makes sense why they are critical of
congregations with more recent immigrants, such as the Christian Testimony Church.
At the Chan Meditation Center, a Zen Buddhist temple, there is an interesting interplay of
American and Asian religious identities. Chan Meditation Center is a crowded room mainly with
Asian members, listening to a Buddhist monk lecturing in Chinese with English translation. The
few whites who sit upfront are not converts who had joined this Asian temple, but original
members from the 1980s. Chinese members were the newcomers who flocked to the temple after
hearing of the Taiwanese founder’s reputation. Although unusual for Zen Buddhism in New
York, there has been Asian ethnic succession at Chan Meditation Center. Members report that
the older whites get along with the Chinese newcomers, although there are also younger whites
coming for meditation, most likely from the adjacent neighborhoods undergoing gentrification..
Buddhists are not only found in organized temples. On “Donation Day”25 at a local
monk’s home, a small group of Burmese family and friends gather at the home-based monastery
and make donations for support of the monk. It is a ritual event that takes place every month. On
that day, the monk welcomes and invites people in along with the donating family. After
warming the food up, people prepare the food table in front of the monk. While food is being
prepared, invited guests start to arrive and join in with preparation, cleaning plates, making
coffee, and cutting fresh fruit. In traditional gender roles, women are in the kitchen while men
are sitting in the living room sharing updates about politics and their families. Older men and
women talk to the monk who is sitting at the end of the hall.
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Two hours later the monk gathers the people and says the Ngar Par Thila (five basic
principles of Buddha), with the people responding. The lunch table is set up and everyone circles
around the food table, lifts up the table, and repeats after the monk the “donating dedication.” As
well as those honored for their special donation that day, other people also bring food to donate.
In the end there are a total of 23 dishes and rice on the table, including chicken curry, beef curry,
soup, and fried fish which everyone enjoys. At the conclusion, after most have left, the donating
family members clean the food table, wrap the leftovers, clean the living room and kitchen, wash
dishes, and take out the trash.
In small micro-groups like this the home culture is remembered, reenacted, and sustained
within the context of religious beliefs. This monk’s house bridges the boundary between private
and parochial space. His niche meeting is a different group than those that meet at the temple,
though there are ethnic similarities between the people. Importantly, in a super-diverse metaenvironment such as Elmhurst, micro-groups find and sustain social identities for immigrants.
The Interaction Rituals (IR) of Buddhism provide a context for continuing to participate in a
consistent event that brings an emotional (EE) connection between the monk, the people,
families, and culture.26
Even in congregations with an ethnic majority, there is considerable interest and support
for diversity, even if it is defined in other than ethnic terms. The Jain Center of New York in
Elmhurst serves over 1,000 Jains, mostly first- and second-generation Indians. But the four-story
houses of several different Sikh temples are close by and convey a “unity in diversity.” However,
even here they have little interaction with their context. Many of its members commute from
other parts of the city and suburbs so the structural unity is largely symbolic.
Speaking of the diversity in Elmhurst, the pastor of the Korean Hanbit Church said “It is
good. The Korean church needs to cooperate, for example, more with Hispanic and Chinese
churches. This church can serve as the mission center for diverse ethnic groups in Elmhurst.”
The church, which is a member of the Wesleyan denomination, has a lunch program open to
every ethnic group, although few non-Koreans attend. The church participates in ELCOS
26
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(Elmhurst Community Service), a multi-faith, multi-ethnic organization. The pastor added that
the church provides their old building to the Christians from Bangladesh and Indonesia to use.
But he went on to say that “Other than that, we don’t have any close times with other churches in
Elmhurst.” The fact that only about 30 to 40 members of the 200-member congregation live in
Elmhurst may be a factor that limits Hanbit Church’s involvement with other congregations.
Om Shakti Hindi Temple is located about three blocks away. At the beginning of the
meeting, almost all at the same time, about 100 men and women walked in together and took
their seats to prepare for the ceremony. Of the 100 who gather for worship, most are Bangladeshi
immigrants, with the rest being Indian and Nepalese. The Brahman (the temple leader) begins the
ceremony by lighting Día to perform arathi, a Hindu religious ritual of worship. In offering Dia
to the GODS, Brahman songs of praise to the Gods (deity) are sung while light is being offered.
After the ceremony is complete, the devotees prepare for the meditation session by separating
into various idol rooms. The space where the services were being held on the floor is restricted to
visitors, although researchers were treated as “invited strangers.”27 This worship is intimate and
personal. Each of the idol sectors were organized based on variations in the ethnic rituals.
Although each of the temple sectors had fruits and flowers, chanting music playing, ways of
dress and worship ritual differed, some being more colorful than others. The people were seated
or standing. There was rice on the floor in one of the sectors and a crystal mountain in another.
Other devotees inside the temple listened to recorded chanting playing on the background,
repeating saying “haree om!” In the kitchen area four volunteers were preparing the meal known
as “prasad” for the devotees. The temple ensured continuity of deeply held cultural and religious
traditions that had existed in the same form for centuries, were intensely private, and a world
away from the super-diverse urban businesses just outside the door. For devotees, this was
clearly a way to get away from diversity to engage in a particular religious life through
interactive rituals with the Brahman, other devotees, the idols, and a religious meal.
St. Bartholomew’s Catholic Church is the largest congregation in Elmhurst. Originally an
Irish parish, about 4,000 to 4,500 people now attend the mass here. In response to waves of new
immigrants in the last decade, they have added six masses in Spanish with three masses on
27
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Saturday and three masses on Sunday. Two masses are delivered in Chinese every month, with
an added mass in Tagalog and Indonesian. Spanish and Bengali are also spoken in the
congregation. The priest admitted that people self-segregate at Mass by ethnic group.
But in another sense, St. Bartholomew’s Catholic Church can be considered as a case
study in unity in diversity. In an interview after officiating at a Spanish-language Mass, Jose, a
recently appointed deacon in the parish, said that
In food and celebrations you see diversity but not in the mass, the mass unifies people.
Now people from Asia we don’t coincide with because we don’t eat what they eat, we
don’t do what they do. But inside the church, especially if it is a Mass in English, there
are no differences, we celebrate the same … even though for example Filipinos celebrate
the Virgin differently than the way we do.28
Daniel, an 80-year-old usher who has lived in Elmhurst 43 years, echoed Jose’s
comment, saying
People from the church interact among themselves. People from different Hispanic
countries talk even though there are words that not all of them use in the same way. What
I call the Chinese are respectful people who work and mind their business without
interfering with anyone.29
The segmentation that Jose and Daniel see even in the parish is subordinated to the
transcendent unity brought about by the Eucharistic ritual. So while self-segregation into microcommunities is one story, there is also considerable unity seen in a simple gesture that
worshippers wear name tags so that even if the people are not able to communicate with each
other, they would at least know each other’s names. “We also have a few small Haitian
communities.” Most of the people who originate from Indonesia in Elmhurst tend to be
Christians, even though it is a largely Islamic country. “They feel persecuted in their country, so
they are applying for asylum.” Those from Bangladesh are also facing the same fate. However,
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he argues that other Muslims are living in the neighborhood and there are no problems with
persecution of their Christian ethnic neighbors.
There are a couple of Mosques in the community. They are not noticeable because they
are houses, but they are drawing about 200 men on a Friday afternoon. You see the men
going in the dresses that they wear. I have a little recollection of the Jain Center. I had
been there twice.30
Managing super-diversity in the religious ecology
Any kind of significant neighborhood change calls for a response from its existing
institutions, but recent research suggests that congregations do more than just adapt to changes in
their social ecology. They also exercise considerable agency as they seek the resources of people,
money, buildings, and geographic locations to survive and carry out their mission.31
Congregations founded to serve one particular ethnicity may have to retool their missions and fill
new niches created by rapid ethnic succession.
In a sense, congregations undergo a double adaptation and exercise dual agency—having
to deal with the super-diversity in their neighborhoods as well as the diversity within their own
walls. Most of the congregations and clergy adapted to neighborhood diversity in Elmhurst quite
well; they saw it as a positive development that provided new opportunities for ministry. There
was little reported conflict between congregations and their neighborhoods or between
congregations (though there was not much cooperation either, a subject we will return to at the
conclusion of this chapter). Those congregations that had all-white memberships prior to the
1980s and 1990s invested time and energy, at least initially, to welcome and attempt to integrate
those from different ethnicities into their faith communities. But how successful they were in
adapting to super-diversity and expressing their agency depended on a repertoire of resources,
histories, theologies, and practices, not to mention their geographic locations in the
neighborhood. On the latter dimension, we found that the clustering of congregations in at least
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three centers or “religious districts”32 throughout Elmhurst allowed worshippers to intermingle
(if not verbally interact) and at least view each other as pursuing religious lives. Few of the
religious minority congregations could survive by serving a single ethnicity, and so they found
ways to broaden their ministry to those of other nationalities and national regions; the changing
ministry of the once strongly Polish Catholic St. Adalbert’s Church and school welcoming a
large number of Filipino worshippers and students is only one such example. The Jain Center
serves a diversity of Jains from various traditions and regions of India through its multi-temple
structure. The Korean church seems concentrated on one ethnicity, yet its social ministry seeks to
include the Chinese and Hispanic populations in the area. However, the small group ritual
meetings such as the Buddhist Donation Day, the New Life Home Bible Studies, Hindi temple
rooms, or Kachin Food Fair counter this. People like small Interaction Rituals with people most
like themselves.
The congregations sought to fill what can be called “generalist” and “specialist” niches
relating to neighborhood diversity, which is often shaped by their location but also by available
resources, historical traditions, and theology.33 The large “generalist” congregations along
Queens Boulevard of New Life Fellowship and the Rock Church seek a kind of diversity that
transcends even Elmhurst and reaches out to all of Queens and even the wider metropolitan area.
In some cases, religious teachings and practices are disassociated from their ethnic traditions and
offered in a more generic form than found in specialist congregations. This is clearly seen in the
prosperity teachings of the non-denominational Rock Church and the way New Life borrows
from Catholic traditions of contemplative spirituality and offers them to second-generation
Hispanic and Asian evangelical Christians. The historic First Presbyterian Church of Newtown
was the first church in the area to embrace a multi-cultural identity, and although diminished in
size and influence, its central location reinforces its decades-old civic and church traditions, such
as “international night” and Christmas tree lighting. The small Islamic Center of Elmhurst clearly
aspires to fill a generalist niche in its plans to build a larger mosque and serve a very diverse
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Muslim population in the neighborhood and shoppers frequenting the Queens Mall across the
boulevard.
Moving north of Queens Boulevard are more dense concentrations of Asians, particularly
older Chinese residents and new immigrants. Even if some congregations seek to fill the
generalist niche, they may encounter limits and feel compelled to specialize in particular ethnic
ministries to sustain themselves. Through its evangelical-style and contemporary Englishlanguage service, the Reformed Church of Newtown aspires to serve a more diverse
congregation than its immediate neighborhood of older Taiwanese and more recent Mandarinspeaking Chinese. But the dynamics of ethnic concentration and conflict in this and other cases
makes “niche-switching” difficult and suggests that the agency of congregations is somewhat
limited in super-diverse environments.34 Through its large size and ample resources (with one of
the largest budgets in the Diocese of Queens and Brooklyn) and parish-based structure,
St.35Bartholomew’s Catholic Church is able to maintain its multi-ethnic nature that allows it to
specialize on ethnic concerns through foreign-language Masses and affinity groups as well as
foster parish unity through English-language Masses and joint social events.
The specialist niche tends to be filled by small congregations on the side streets and in
storefronts catering to particular ethnic groups, though, as mentioned above, such homogeneity is
harder to maintain in super-diverse neighborhoods. But strong concentrations of particular ethnic
groups, such as the recently arrived Mandarin-speaking Chinese north of Queens Boulevard, can
also fill the pews in a specialist congregation. The emergence of the second-generation of
worshippers in ethnic congregations brings new challenges to retain cohesion in traditions and
practices but also in structure (not only in the addition of English-language services but also in
the greater prevalence of schisms from the mother church). Of course, managing generational
differences can be as crucial for congregational viability as encountering the challenges of ethnic
diversity. The distinction between generalist and specialist niches does not mean that they are not
interrelated. As suggested by the case of New Life Fellowship, a “recycling” effect (from the
side streets to Main Street) may take place as second-generation members of specialist ethnic
34
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churches gravitate to more resource-rich generalist congregations for their greater cultural
diversity and more sophisticated programming.36
Super-diversity and civic life
It was not unusual when interviewing clergy and laity to hear a matter-of-fact, even blasé,
attitude about the diversity within and outside their walls. They are more interested in finding
ways to bring their disparate congregations together, rather than in strategies to enhance the
already significant degree of diversity that is “just life” in Elmhurst, as one pastor said. Common
beliefs, theology, and practices were often cited as those unifying factors, but still there was the
concern about factionalism and cliques among members. Social ministry to the neighborhood
was one unifying practice. Many of the congregations have a fair degree of neighborhood
presence and activity. The Thai Buddhist Temple’s public presence can be seen in the daily
offerings collections the monks take as they walk in their saffron robes through Elmhurst streets.
The Indonesian Food Bazaar draws Queens and other New York residents from near and far to
their alternating homes at St. James Episcopal Church and a mosque in Astoria. The mingling of
Indonesian Muslims and Christians among the servers and customers at the bazaar is quite
unique in the often-conflicted relationships between these religions in Indonesia and the
diaspora.
To argue that bridging social capital is weak from our accounts of congregational life and
its lack of cooperation with other organizations misses the way that bridging capital in the form
of neighborhood ministry played a bonding role in these congregations (and vice versa). While
civic life and social cohesion might not be an intended goal of congregation-based social
activity, it does end up playing a role in social betterment while creating congregational unity.
Such congregations provide openings to the wider community by hosting events and
organizations that are open to members and non-members, as well as motivating members to
serve people outside their walls. Thus, the tendency to separate bonding from bridging social
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capital does not fully capture how both kinds of activity interact with each other in a religious
ecology.37
Of course, this does not explain the striking (and often lamented by the interviewees
themselves) sense of disconnect congregations feel from each other and the lack of cooperative
organizations to engage in concerted action and pursue the common good in Elmhurst. It may be
a confluence of factors, from micro-communities existing in the shadow of the macrocommunity of super-diversity, generalist or specialist agency, and Interaction Rituals that
establish Emotional Entrainment to sustain a specific social and cultural religious identity. As in
most environments, congregations more often associate with those institutions in their networks
that share similar theological and social orientations. But past studies of Elmhurst, most notably
a large Queens College project conducted by anthropologist Roger Sanjek38 in the mid-1980s to
1990s—the period when Elmhurst churches and neighborhoods were making the transition to
being multi-ethnic—found that there was far more ecumenical cooperation on neighborhood
issues. Much of this has to do with internal changes. First Presbyterian Church has been without
a pastor for two years, and Bethany Lutheran is in the process of merging with Grace Chinese
Lutheran due to the loss of English-speaking and non-Asian members. But there was significant
overlap between what Sanjek calls “civic rituals” and the actual rituals of congregations, such as
the annual Christmas tree-lighting ceremonies and Memorial Day ceremonies. He seemed certain
that new civic rituals would be created by the new immigrants. But since the 1990s, these civic
rituals have not been strongly maintained nor have new ones been created by newcomers as he
had hoped.39 James McIninan, a leader of the Newtown Civic Association and the head of the
local preservation society, noted the loss of civic life in how residents, especially newer
immigrants, respond with general indifference to many preservation efforts in the congregations
and the surrounding neighborhood.
The Brahman of the Om Shakti Hindi Temple on the outskirts of Elmhurst could well
understand how American diversity forces people in his community to become more
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ethnocentric. He said that “people think this is (an) Indian culturally based temple, so not many
people don’t want to come in because of social stigma.” Indian immigrants come to the country
with their children and, due to their social needs and status, they almost forget to educate their
children about their religion and culture. He is currently working with those children who were
born into a Hindu family who are growing up in the US to educate them about the history of
Hinduism and also about the vision of Swami Vivekananda. As far as diversity in the temple, he
doesn’t see that much diversity besides Indian, Bangladeshi, and a few Nepalese. But he is
enthusiastic about the possibilities of super-diversity in Elmhurst. “I love it. I love how so many
ethnic groups of people live in one town. The most I love about this place is that how many
practices and beliefs that I get to witness in terms of religion.”
But this excitement is muted by the challenges it brings. The priest of St. Bartholomew
comments that in his congregation “Some are friendly; some are not so friendly those that know
each other tend to sit together. It is not that they not friendly toward one another; there is
segregation even within the groups.” He provided an example of the Filipino community, which
is very large, but there are different sub-groups within it. Turner and Stets show how people
“frame-make” and “face make”40 through a series of rituals to present a certain picture that the
face, then, is a sacred thing, and the expressive order required to sustain it is therefore a ritual
one.” A good example of this was our visit to the Chinese Christian Testimony Church.
Members were very welcoming to the Chinese researchers but admitted they would be skeptical
of someone of another ethnicity coming into their church.
The Brahman of the Oshki Temple noted that the reason most in his congregation do not
associate outside his religious circle is
probably to preserve their culture. And I think this is important. I lived in Ohio for years
as a child in a predominantly white area. I felt out place and out of touch with my culture.
It’s important for me to expose my children to the Indian culture, because although we
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are not in India, we are from India. We want our kids to grow up knowing ‘their
culture.’41
In the end, the super-diversity in Elmhurst is a fascinating journey into ethnic and
religious niches crossing many parts of the world. It is celebrated in America, and in interfaith
dialogues, as a positive social ideology that people from different cultures and beliefs can find
cross-cutting identities—whether by standing in line for $1 pizza, playing at the park, receiving
medical care, or helping one another with groceries. However, this utopian mantra is not without
its detractors. As people interact with the Interaction Rituals of one another, it enlivens their own
cultural niche and Emotional Entrainment, often to the detriment of engaging life with people
outside their micro-community. The leader of the Jain Center agreed that there is collaboration
among the churches in the area. When they need more space, Saint Bartholomew Catholic
Church allows them to utilize their space. If they are having a major event, they would let them
know and would help each another make the events successful. The Jain Center participates a lot
in interfaith meetings where everyone learns to respect one another, which is very important in
New York City. He claims interfaith relationships are a good thing because they create more
diversity but there are people who will dislike you because of their ignorance. Despite the good
relationship they have with the people in the community, there are some who are antagonistic
toward the Eastern religion because they think it is rooted in idolatry.
There were situations where people were not too friendly; they blocked our parking lot
and threw their thrash in front of our property. But regardless of where you live, there
will always be some knuckleheads. But other than that, Elmhurst is a fantastic place!
Epilogue
Three months after we concluded our research on the unique and vital super-diversity of
Elmhurst, once again the congregations and neighborhood attracted worldwide attention, this
time for being at the epicenter of the coronavirus pandemic in New York, which was itself the
epicenter of the disease in the US. Queens had the highest infection rate in New York, and the
Elmhurst-Corona area had more cases than other neighborhoods, including hospitalizations and
41
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deaths. Those neighborhoods with more diversity, lower-income residents, and older residents
were hit hardest by the coronavirus, though Asian populations were the least affected of ethnic
groups.42 It is difficult to know how this crisis will affect the religious ecology of Elmhurst since
the pandemic, as of this writing, is not over. Will already-struggling congregations survive the
loss of revenue and the weakening of in-person attendance that may happen in the wake of the
pandemic? For now, most of the congregations are adapting to the stay-at-home orders much like
other religious institutions across the globe. Congregations from First Presbyterian to the Rock
Church to Chan Meditation Center have been running streaming services, while the latter have
held online dharma talks.
Some groups, such as the Jain Center of New York, have closed their buildings and have
refrained from creating an online presence for their members. But they have maintained a
physical and social presence in the neighborhood. The Jain Center organized an action plan
providing Jain meals to medical workers at Elmhurst Hospital, which was the hospital most
inundated with coronavirus patients. The Chan Meditation Center created a non-profit
organization to raise funds for medical and equipment supplies at Elmhurst Hospital and plans to
branch out to other hospitals. St. Bartholomew’s Church runs a pop-up food distribution center
for low-income and unemployed residents, while New Life Fellowship through its community
development arm has intensified efforts to minister to the homeless, low-income residents, and to
high-risk students struggling with learning during the stay-at-home order. Paradoxically, these
congregations have extended their public presence in a time of social distancing and quarantine.
However, religious groups have not been able to offer perhaps the most significant role
they play in human interaction: funerals and grieving rites for the dead. Social distancing policy
made it impossible for clergy to access Elmhurst Hospital, to visit those who were ill or their
families. With social distancing, even family members could not be with their dying loved ones
in the ICU to offer comfort and support. Similarly, most clergy were unable to enter the hospital
or visit the families with restrictions in place. In light of this, some of the hospital staff, nurses,
and physician’s assistants among others offered their patients prayers, encouragement, notes
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from families, and the like. Some of these health care workers themselves succumbed to the
disease. 43 Prayer gatherings of hospital staff were frequently formed in the hallways and adjacent
spaces at the start of shifts. Often medical personnel who had ministerial credentials stepped in,
replacing the traditional roles of the chaplain.44 With a backlog of corpses in the refrigerated
trucks in back of the hospital, funeral directors traveled from one to two hours away from the
outlying suburban and exurban communities since funeral homes throughout the city were
overwhelmed. The only contact many families had with their loved one’s final rites were through
the funeral directors, who also took on ministerial roles that had traditionally been handled by the
pastors, priests, rabbis, and imams.45
As noted above, it remains to be seen what the long-term effects of the pandemic will
have on the individuals and congregations in Elmhurst. But once the social isolation policy has
ended, and Elmhurst residents are released from crowded apartments and back into the densely
populated and religiously vibrant neighborhood, faith communities will resume providing care
for the people in need as they have always done.
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